The biological clock modulates the human cortisol response in a multiplicative fashion.
Human cortisol levels follow a clear circadian rhythm. We investigated the contribution of alternation of sleep and wakefulness and the circadian clock, using forced desynchrony. Cortisol levels were best described by a multiplication of a circadian and a wake-time component. The human cortisol response is modulated by circadian phase. Exposure to stress at an unnatural phase, as in shift work, is predicted to result in abnormal cortisol levels. Health of shift workers may therefore improve when stress is reduced at times when the clock produces high stress sensitivity.